The Falkland skua Stercorarius antarctica antarctica is a poorly known seabird. Demographic studies at the largest known colony of this taxon revealed a sharp population decline (
New Island (51°43ЈS, 61°18ЈW), on the west of the Falklands, holds the largest known colony of this subspecies (I. J. Stange, pers.com and own unpublished data), which is probably justiWed by the existence of a large concentration of skua bird prey, particularly thin-billed prions Pachyptila belcheri (Catry et al. 2003) . Here, we show that this important colony is in rapid decline and that this is probably linked to a chronically low breeding success in recent years.
Skua breeding territories were censused between 12 and 20 December 2004 (in the incubation period), on the southern half of the island, and between 12 and 28 December 2009 on the whole island (with most of the southern part being visited before 20 December, similarly to 2004). Observers walked slowly covering the whole of the island ground and, using GPS, recorded the position of skua nests or of the centre of occupied territories (Phillips et al. 2004) . Nesting sites and territories were easy to locate, due to the high territorial attendance of adult skuas during incubation, to the exceedingly tame nature of the birds (no birds Xew away when approached), and to the open low vegetation that covers all nesting areas.
From 2003, we have regularly monitored skua-breeding success on New Island. Each season, a number of preselected territories were regularly visited from the pre-laying stage until the chicks were 40 days old (nearly Xedged). Study territories included both pairs nesting close to penguin, cormorant and albatross colonies and pairs on prion colonies. Nest checks did not have any apparent negative eVect on skua reproduction, which we would not have expected anyway, given the tame nature of the birds and the fact that no other studies of large skuas have reported such deleterious consequences on the birds.
In December 2004, there were 417 occupied territories in the south part of the island (Fig. 1) . In 2009, the number of territories in the same area was 219. The distribution of the breeding population showed little change, but the density of territories decreased from 40.4 territories per km 2 in 2004 to 21.2 territories per km 2 in 2009. Overall, the number of Falkland Skua territories on New Island South suVered a reduction of 47.5% in the 5 years between the two surveys, which equates to a decline of 12.1% per year. The total number of occupied territories on the whole of New Island in December 2009 was 333 (Fig. 1) . During the survey, nests with 1-2 eggs (the normal clutch for skuas) were recorded at 72% of those territories.
The mean nesting success between 2003/04 and 2009/10 was 0.34 § 0.28 chicks per laying pair (N = 7 years; Table 1 ). This is a low value for Brown skuas Stercorarius antarctica, a species (which includes the Falkland skua subspecies) that, throughout its range, usually enjoys a high breeding success, often approaching or exceeding 1 chick per pair (e.g., Furness 1987 Furness , 1996 Mougeot et al. 1998; Phillips et al. 2004 ). Large skuas, and S. antarctica in particular, rarely start nesting before they are 6 years old (Furness 1987 (Furness , 1996 , which means that the recent population decline is unlikely to directly result from the low nesting success recorded in the recent years. It is plausible, however, that nesting success was also low during several years previous to 2003.
Usually, immature skuas gather at speciWc sites (called clubs) on the nesting islands, in the years before they start breeding (Klomp and Furness 1992) . In large colonies, such clubs are often attended by hundreds of birds (Klomp and Furness 1992; Phillips et al. 2004) . It is, therefore, most telling that we have never been able to locate any club site at New Island. Most sites where a few skuas gathered (all near bathing sites) had such small numbers of individuals that we were uncertain as to whether they were true clubs or simply places where oV-duty breeders congregated after bathing. This paucity of pre-breeders may be the result of a very poor past breeding success. Although not strictly comparable, Wgures presented for nesting skuas on New Island in 1988 and 1990 (Lamey 1995) suggest that breeding success was within normal values for the species at that time. Therefore, low breeding success may only have started later in the 1990s.
Large skuas usually have a high annual adult survival rate, not below 0.89 (reviewed in RatcliVe et al. 2002) . Hence, a population decline of 12.1% per year is rather close to what we would have expected in a scenario of zero recruitment. It is possible that, besides the low breeding success, the decline in numbers also resulted from an increased adult mortality, or perhaps from high levels of breeding deferral (Catry et al. 1998) . Of 56 New Island breeding birds marked with numbered darvic rings in 2008-2009, 91% returned the following nesting season, which suggest that adult survival may not be unduly low, but more data are needed to conWrm this. Emigration is unlikely, as adult skuas are highly faithful to nesting colonies (Furness 1996) . The lower number of territories recorded in December 2009 was not the result of an unusually high level of breeding deferral in that particular year, given that of the 51 adult birds recorded alive, only 11 (22%) apparently did not attempt to nest. The consistently low breeding success and rapid population decline of skuas on New Island has not been paralleled by other seabird populations at the same site (own unpublished data). The main skua prey species on New Island (the thin-billed prion), for example, enjoyed a high breeding success between 1998 and 2006 ), but there are no available data on its adult survival rates or population trends. A decline of unidentiWed food sources at sea seems an unlikely explanation for the patterns reported here. Skuas at New Island feed mostly on other birds and their eggs, and do not seem to Wsh much for themselves, which is conWrmed by direct observations, pellet analyses and by GPS-tracking of breeders (own unpublished data). New Island hosts a population of feral cats, which could potentially prey on skuas, but cats have coexisted with skuas and other seabirds for over a century without noticeable impact at the population level and there are no conWrmed instances of cat predation upon skuas (Matias and Catry 2008) .
Interestingly, during the past two decades, another prion predator, the striated caracara Phalcoboenus australis has known a rapid population growth (15% per annum) and, at least in the recent years, a high breeding success, with ca 2.5 Xedglings per successful nest . The New Island caracara population was estimated at ca 306 individuals at the beginning of the 2006-2007 nesting season . The caracaras feed mostly on other birds, are known to be able to take skua eggs and chicks, and often monopolize carrion or steal prey from skuas, which do not seem to be able to present resistance to such kleptoparasitism (own obs.). Could the skua decline largely result from the population increase of its main competitor and predator? We believe this hypothesis to be plausible, but more research is needed and this and other factors must be examined in more detail. Meanwhile, the magnitude of the reported decline at the most important colony of this restricted-range skua subspecies should be the cause of some concern.
